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R933While the financial crisis currently 
dominates the US presidential 
election, as in previous election 
years, major issues of the day include 
social security, the national retirement 
fund that is predicted to become 
bankrupt in 30 years, and access to 
affordable healthcare, something that 
currently eludes 47 million American 
citizens. This year, however, a new 
issue has come to the fore, one with 
relevance to both the economy and 
the environment — energy policy. The 
petroleum shortages of the 1970s and 
the accompanying pain at the pump 
certainly spurred debate on energy. 
But, with the added realization that 
a continuing reliance on fossil fuels 
will have dire consequences for the 
environment, an assertion held by 
most climate scientists and the US 
National Academy of Sciences as a 
whole, the US plan for satisfying  
future energy needs seems to carry  
a heightened urgency.
Both presidential candidates have 
outlined their plans in a succinct yet 
substantive fashion on their respective 
websites, with John McCain touting 
his Lexington Project Energy Plan 
as a means for the US to become 
independent of foreign oil while 
preventing global warming, and 
Barack Obama’s New Energy Plan 
for America claiming similar benefits. 
As Americans go to the polls on 
November 4, it will be critical that 
they can differentiate the candidates’ 
plans, so how different are McCain 
and Obama on the energy issue?
At the heart of both candidates’ 
plans is a cap-and-trade system in 
which carbon emitters (coal power 
plants, oil refineries, etc.) are granted 
a certain allowance of carbon credits 
that constitutes an emissions ceiling 
above which the polluter must 
purchase additional credits in a 
free-market style auction. Fledgling 
cap-and-trade systems have been 
successfully used in the past, most 
notably in efforts during the 1980s 
and 1990s to reduce acid rain in the 
US. Perhaps the most well-known 
manifestation of this system is 
outlined in the Kyoto Protocol, 
adopted by most industrialized 
nations but rejected by the US, which 
sets strict limits on carbon emission 
out to 2012.
Both McCain and Obama have 
proposed plans in which the caps 
gradually recede from now until 
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2050, with McCain aiming to reduce 
annual emission to levels that do 
not exceed 40 per cent of 1990 
levels, and Obama setting the more 
ambitious goal of 20 per cent of 
1990 levels. Advocates of cap-and-
trade systems argue that it is the 
most efficient mechanism to reduce 
emission, not only because it sets a 
firm, pre-agreed emission level, but 
also because it allows market forces 
to stimulate innovation that produces 
cleaner technologies.
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Close call: Little difference in the energy policies of Barack Obama (upper) and John McCain 
(lower) means voters may consider who is most likely to implement them. (Photos: Getty Images.)
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Amongst all the groups of organisms, 
the numbers of birds are probably 
better monitored than most. But a new 
report finds that numbers are falling 
across many species worldwide, 
including common species that now 
appear in decline.
BirdLife International, a global 
alliance of conservation organisations, 
working in more than 100 countries, 
reported last month on the state of 
the world’s birds. From albatrosses 
in the Southern Ocean, vultures in 
India, bobwhite quails in the US, 
corn buntings in Europe and yellow 
cardinals in Argentina, once familiar 
birds are declining worldwide.
The new report reveals the regional 
pictures and finds species declining 
everywhere, presenting an alarming 
picture of many members of a whole 
class of species decreasing in 
numbers.
The report finds 45 per cent of 
common European species declining, 
with the turtle dove having lost 62 
per cent of its population in the last 
25 years. In Australia, wading birds 
have seen population declines of 
more than 80 per cent over the same 
period.
Birds migrating between Europe, the 
Middle East and Africa have suffered 
40 per cent population declines over 
three decades. “Birds impacted by 
agricultural intensification in Europe 
may suffer excessive hunting in the 
A comprehensive new study 
finds many bird species declining 
worldwide. Nigel Williams reports.
Alarm bells louden
Dwindling: The once common corn bunting 
is suffering a serious decline in numbers. 
(Photo: David Tipling/Alamy.)Previous progress towards 
instituting carbon emission caps in 
the US have been derailed by fears 
(voiced most prominently by the 
current administration) that such 
regulations would stifle the American 
economy. There has been progress, 
however, as exemplified by the 
bipartisan support for the Lieberman–
Warner Climate Stewardship Act, 
which, while not reaching a full vote 
by the Senate this year, was the first 
carbon-cap legislation to be approved 
by the Senate Environment and Public 
Works Committee. 
In addition to outlining compulsory 
legislation to curb emissions, 
both candidates have pushed the 
development of clean coal technology, 
an important issue given that over half 
of US electric power is derived from 
coal-fired power plants. While McCain 
proposes to spend 2 billion dollars a 
year on developing clean coal, Obama 
hasn’t disclosed specific numbers 
but has indicated a willingness to 
spend money on this area as part 
of a 150 billion dollar plan over 10 
years to promote the development 
of alternative energy and existing 
domestic resources.
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In addition to clean coal, both 
candidates would also encourage the 
development of new nuclear power 
plants through government subsidies, 
and, while Obama supports similar 
subsidies for solar, ethanol, and wind 
power, McCain’s plan would rely solely 
on consumer tax credits to stimulate 
demand for these technologies. 
Overshadowing the ongoing debate 
on energy policy is the notion that 
the US is becoming increasingly 
dependent on foreign oil. This 
dependence, at least as portrayed 
by both candidates, is dangerous 
because the health of the economy 
hinges on potentially unstable 
nation states. In addition, the rising 
price of gasoline, influenced in part 
by increased demand in Asia, is 
particularly tangible to the average 
American voter who commutes  16 miles to work on average. The  
vast majority of imported oil flows  
into the US transportation network,  
so it is obvious that efforts will have  
to be directed towards this sector.
Enter the electric car. Both 
candidates support investments in 
research and development and would 
encourage substantial tax rebates 
for purchases of electric vehicles. 
McCain has even gone so far as to 
propose a 300 million dollar prize to 
anyone that can develop a suitable 
battery at 30 per cent of the current 
cost. Where the two candidates 
appear to differ, however, is on the 
issue of how to augment the domestic 
supply of fuel for the existing and 
future petroleum-based vehicles on 
US highways. McCain has come out 
in strong support of overturning a 
moratorium on offshore drilling, a 
position that, when articulated before 
the Republican National Convention in August, elicited chants of “Drill, 
Baby, Drill!” by the delegates. Obama, 
in contrast, has opposed offshore 
drilling, citing environmental concerns 
as well as doubts that drilling would 
reduce oil prices in the near term. 
Even on this issue, however, the 
candidates have moved closer 
together with Obama recognizing 
that compromises on drilling may be 
necessary if he is to achieve his other 
aims.
While the dollar figures and target 
numbers being thrown around by both 
candidates may differ, it appears, at 
least from a bird’s eye perspective, 
that the energy policies of John 
McCain and Barack Obama are 
more similar than they are different. 
So, come November 4, perhaps the 
question in the minds of American 
voters will not be whose policy do I 
prefer, but which candidate do I think 
can turn their plans into reality?
